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Scholars intent on learning about history and the development of social welfare in Malaysia would be 
confronting challenging difficulties to locate and obtain appropriate documented sources, since 
reference are not readily available. The social welfare history has not received attention from scholars it 
deserves, as compared to economic and political aspects. Though there are contributions to the 
literature that suggest social welfare in Malaysia was originally moulded by the British, to date not many 
research has been undertaken to explain or ascertain this proposition especially from the Malaysian 
perspectives. The use of archival materials in studies would be considered ‘unusual’ because during the 
British administration period, most references are located elsewhere in many archives in the world.To 
contribute to the knowledge base of social welfare, the first aspect to be learned is its history.Thus, it is 
the researcher’s intention to explore the archival materials in Malaysia as well as overseas to provide, in 
essence, an understanding of welfare provision in Malaysia. This paper discusses the use of both the 
archival materials and other sources to project a more vivid documentation on the history and 
development of social welfare in Malaysia during the era of the British colonialisation.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
When University Utara Malaysia (UUM) introduced the Social Work Programmefor undergraduates in 
1997, the researcher was assigned to teach a core course called History and Development of Social 
Welfare.Compared to other universities in Malaysia, UUM is the only university that offers a programme 
core course for the Bachelor’s Degree of Social Work Management (B.Soc.Work Mgt. [Hons]). History 
and Development of Social Welfare is one of the core subjects designed specifically to impart knowledge 
about the country’s history of social welfare from various perspectives, such as the state’s social policy 
and the role of DSW and non-governmental organisations in welfare provision.Teaching that particular 
course was, in fact, the researcher’s first experience and involvement in social work education at the 
university. However, the lack of data and materials concerning the history of social work was keenly felt 
by the researcher, particularly when preparing teaching materials.This lack of materials contributed 
significantly to the difficulty in imparting knowledge regarding social welfare history to students in the 





Archival documentsis one ofseveralmajor sources usedbyresearchertocollectqualitative data,as well 
assecondary sources, movingrecords(documents inpublic organizations) anda 
collectionof(autobiography, memoir). This paperwill discuss the collection ofarchival documentsthat 
theresearcherwent throughthe processaccording tothe appropriate measuresandprocedures.The 
discussionisbased onthe author's experiencewhencollectingqualitativedatafor her doctoral 
degree(FuziahShaffie, 2006). The study analysed documentary and archival materials stored in Britain 
and Malaysia between 2001 and 2004, supplemented by data from interviews with key informants who 
worked in the Malayan Department of Social Welfare (DSW) during the final stages of British era in 
Malaya. In particular, the study focuses on social welfare services for children. Evidence from the data 
revealed a detailed shaping of services in the period of study (1946-57). 
 
SOCIAL WORK AND SOCIAL WELFARE HISTORY   
Most of the issues currently faced by social work professions today have references to the past, 
characterizing much of the professions’ development. The Dictionary of Social Work defines social work 
as ‘the paid professional activity that aims to assist people to overcoming serious difficulties in their lives 
by offering care, protection and counselling’ (Thomas & Pierson, 1995, p. 357). Based on the 
International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW): ‘Social Work is a practice-based profession 
and an academic discipline that promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the 
empowerment and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility 
and respect for diversities are central to social work’ (www.iassw.org). In essence, social work activities 
engages people or client to address life challenges and enhance their wellbeing. The priorities of social 
work practice vary from country to country depending on socio-economic conditions, cultural and 
historical perspective. 
The term “welfare” in its simplest meaning, particularly among laypeople, refers to something in the 
form of money, food or clothing that is given to unfortunate people (Sauber, 1983: 184), and is 
negatively associated with poverty. The definition of “welfare” emphasises the importance of meeting 
the well-being of individuals and the satisfaction of an individual’s needs (Sainsbury, 1979; George and 
Page, 1995). The term is often confused and sometimes used synonymously with the terms “social work” 
and “social policy”. In fact, social welfare has a broad definition, covering a variety of objectives in the 
wide areas of social services, social work, public welfare and other related programmes and activities 
(Zastrow, 2000). It includes ‘the goals of the helping professions and to the occupations practiced by 
people working in social agencies who have not earned the professional master of social work degree’ 
(Americana, 1987: 139). In most English-speaking countries – the UK, Canada, New Zealand, Australia 
and the United States – the terms social welfare came into existence shortly before the outbreak of the 
First World War, following earlier notions of charity and correction, philanthropy, and poor relief 
(Chambers, 1986; Leiby, 1995; Graham and Al-Krenawi, 2001).  
 
Social welfare [history] is a comprehensive (Leiby, 1995; Zastrow, 2000; Graham and Al-Krenawi, 2001) 
and ‘omnibus term used to cover a wide range of activities in society’ (Butterworth and Holman, 1975: 
14). Chambers (1986) argues, initially that welfare history simply documented the care for dependent 
groups. Later the field developed in concentration to include ‘such diverse topics as poor laws, public 
assistance, benevolent societies, orphanages, almshouses, homes for the physically and mentally 




(Chambers, 1986: 407). Social welfare history may be considered to have a close association with social 
history, insofar as it usually relates to understanding the lives of the people concerned and not just the 
society’s political, economic, social, religious, and cultural elites (Hokenstad,Khinduka, &Midgley,1992). 
 
The social history of Malaysia has not received attention from historians it deserves (Kennedy, 1962). In 
fact, it has been neglected by researchers  (Hirschman, 1979; Azmah, 2001), as compared to economic 
and political aspects.Social welfare history is an under-researched area and thus the study served to 
provide a much clearer picture regarding social welfare policy during British rule in Malaya. It is certainly 
applicable for the study, which requires further clarification and answers to some of the existing gaps 
pertaining to the establishment of the Malaysian Department of Social Welfare (DSW) and its services to 
children during the British period of administration in Malaya (1946-1957). Because there is no directly 
accessible data from the agency during the period of study and there is no secondary data on the topic 
of interest, resorting to collecting archival materials was deemed as necessary. The researcher’s 
experience may be different from other Malaysian researchers who may have used archival materials 
from archives either locally or overseas, as it could be the case that their research areas or interests 
were about events that were documented in secondary sources, or easily traceable in archives from 
previous works. 
ARCHIVAL DOCUMENTS  
 
Since the current research will serve as one of the knowledge bases of social work history in the 
Malaysian context, the use of historical method within this study is deemed highly appropriate.Historical 
research has the ability to increase knowledge concerning social work professions, identify the origins of 
social policies and social problems, provide an understanding of the organisational, individual, social, 
political and economic circumstances in which a particular phenomenon occurs, and depict the 
emergence and development of social welfare services. 
 
Historical research relies on analysing primary materials that are documented in archives (Stuart, 1988). 
Stuart (1988) and Gay (1996) argue that the more primary sources used for historical method, the better 
it is for researchers. In fact, archived materials are ‘typically unique, irreplaceable, one-of-a-kind items 
that cannot be obtained elsewhere. The uniqueness of archival materials justifies archive entrance 
requirements and the strict enforcement of reading room protocols’ (Hill, 1993: 22) designed to protect 
the materials.  
 
Hill (1993) stresses that there is a ‘high risk of factual inadequacy and intellectual distortion’ for an 
archival study based on materials taken from one archive only. Thus most of the fieldwork to consult 
original sources was conducted in a variety of libraries and archives in Britain and Malaysia. Historical 
records pertaining to Malaysia are found in abundance overseas, but they are scattered in several 
countries.The biggest collections are kept in Britain, Holland and Portugal. They are also found such as in 
India, Japan, France, Thailand and Australia (Hassan, 1981).Research work in the UK was essential for the 
review of historical materials, since major source documents reflecting government policies during the 
colonial period are mainly available in the United Kingdom National Archives (formerly known as PRO). 
Besides the PRO and the Rhodes House Library, the most important institutions that have Malaysian 




Government documents: Malaya 
 
There are various series of Malay state administrative files of foremost significance and usefulness in 
research relating to social welfare services. These range from routine reports regarding departments, 
committees and councils, annual reports, special reports, correspondence, memoranda, letters, minutes 
of meetings and government gazettes. Most of these data were derived from information circulated 
mainly within Malaya, such as district reports and departmental publications. 
 
For the immediate post-war period, the Malayan Union (MU) files, the British Military Administration 
(BMA) files and the Federal Secretariat (FS) files were looked into. MU Secretariat records for instance, 
cover the Malayan Union period 1946-1948, contain, in the main, correspondence between Head of 
Department; Resident Commissioners; Malay Ruler; Governor General; Secretary of State, Londonf 
reconstruction, rehabilitation and reorganization of the government departments and this theme was 
reflected in these records (Satinam, undated). 
 
There were files relating to internal documents generated within government departments ranging from 
the Selangor State Secretariat (SS), and the High Commissioner’s Office (HCO). These constituted a rich 
source of data on local-level decision-making and perceptions pertaining to social welfare services in 
Malaya. Other files relating to government agencies, such as the DSW, the Information Department, and 
the Labour Department were referred. 
 
The SS files also proved to be another rich source of information for the period of 1946 to 1957. These SS 
files represent the most completed, indexed collection of English and Malay records in Malaya, and 
facilitated the study.The immense bulk of some file series (the SS files are over 1300 linear feet long) 
unfortunately made it difficult to thoroughly examine every file in a particular series for all the nine 
Malay states. Two states were selected for detailed examination in this study, namely Selangor and 
Malacca. Finding aids such as accessions lists, descriptive lists of correspondence files and general indices 
compiled by the archive staffs assisted the researcher in locating relevant documents. However, because 
of the unevenness of in-depth research on some states’ DSW, due to the lack of file indices and 
incomplete or destroyed file series, data for some states in this study are dealt with in a more general 
manner. 
 
Government documents: UK 
 
Administrative records of the government social agency can be used for data collection (Hakim, 1993) in 
research. The use of administrative records and documents as the main source of data can ‘provide 
valuable information about the history of an important government social agency’ or social welfare 
institution (Padgett, 1998: 67), as well as individuals, groups and communities (Leashore and Cates, 
1985).  
 
In London, the PRO houses Colonial and Foreign Office files plus sundry other primary source materials. 
Colonial Office files reveal a more general outlook concerning the decisions to administer an empire. 
Most often, London’s official interest focused on a committee’s report or minutes of meetings such as 
the Colonial Social Welfare Advisory Committee (CSWAC). In terms of interest and content, these files 
are distinct from those located in the Malaysia National Archives. Parliamentary materials were also 





Contemporary periodicals (newspapers) 
 
According to Galbraith (1964: 44), data sources such as newspapers, ‘provide a mass of factual 
information unobtainable elsewhere’. ‘Newspaper value lies in the fact that it is strictly contemporary 
conventions’ (Tuchman, 1994: 321). Researching newspapers is thus essential, since it can handle a vast 
quantity of information directly, based on daily, weekly or monthly activities. It also ‘involves 
understanding the social context of the period under examination’ (Glenn, 1994: 52). The obvious major 
drawback to periodical use was the lack of indices, which greatly hindered data retrieval as well as Malay 
language periodicals tended to be short-lived. 
 
Most newspapers referred to are in English and Malay (mostly in the Jawi (Arabic alphabet use in Malay 
writing script). Among these sources were The Malayan Daily News, The Malay Mail and the Malaya 
Tribune. The published contemporary sources listed in the bibliography include onlythose which have 
been cited in the study. These represent about half of the work of this kind that were consulted.  
Working with the resources 
 
The collection of data in involved the searching of both primary and secondary sources documents. The 
study also incorporated oral history (interviews) and secondary sources, for instance books, journals, 
dissertations, and theses, provided valuable supplementary materials for the study. This was, indeed, a 
laborious task, involving the use of a substantial body of data garnered from a wide range of sources. 
The researcher’s work schedule conformed to the hours during which resource centres or archives were 
opened, typically from 9.00 am to 4.00 pm, and sometimes until 6.00 pm or 7.00 pm both in the UK and 
Malaysia. 
 
The primary sources comprised a variety of official archive material, largely English language materials, 
ranging from official documents to periodicals, government documents, newspapers and private papers. 
Four types of resource materials were examined, including the administrative files of the Malay state 
governments, British colonial documents, contemporary newspapers and private papers.  
 
The researcher had to consult documents within the appropriate libraries, examining what was on the 
shelves, taking careful notes, and searching the stacks. Revisiting archives was necessary in order to 
reread material and compare materials obtained from other resource centres in order to expand the 
data. In other words, as Hill (1993: 67) points out, archival research is ‘iterative and continuing’. 
Interview sessions (oral history) 
Historical data may be derived from oral interviews (Graham and Al-Krenawi, 2001). The best historical 
research study is based on an exploration of primary sources that provide the exact words of the 
witnesses or first recorders of an event (Stuart, 1988). In fact, there is a danger that dependence on 
archive data blinds the researcher to the inaccuracies, misperceptions, omissions and biases of the 
colonial state. Interviews often provide the researcher with data not available in written sources, which 
are of help in filling some gaps. Furthermore, through interviews, the researcher obtained further 
evidence to support the archival material since it involved comparing each piece of evidence with all 





A researcher must have the ability to assess the appropriateness of a participant in contributing to the 
study. Seidman (1991) emphasises that the major criterion for appropriateness is whether the subject of 
the researcher’s study is central to the participant’s experience. On the one hand, understanding the 
experiences of individuals during their past is a powerful way of gaining insight into social welfare issues 
relevant to this study. On the other hand, the researcher needs to be very careful in selecting 
interviewees, for there was a possibility that they may provide incorrect information, forget what they 
wanted to say, amplify facts or add details so as to make their story interesting, as was the case was with 
one of the informants. 
 
The researcher identified five participants who were key people with a certain level of information and 
who had personal experience of working at the DSW during the British colonial period. The participants 
comprised three female and two male respondents. They were chosen from a list of names of persons 
regarded as pioneers of social work in Malaysia (MASW, undated). Another participant, an experienced 
officer at the ANM, was also interviewed to find out about the accessibility of archival materials. The 
researcher was well aware of the very tight schedule of some of the participants and at one time, a 
telephone interview was even conducted.  
Generally, during all the interviews, the participants were generous in imparting knowledge and sharing 
views and opinions pertaining to their experiences of social welfare work during the colonial period. This 
data could not possibly have been collected if the study had been carried out through other methods. 
The interviews with key individuals about their experiences, perceptions of, or contributions to the 
events during the period had not only provided data which had extended the researcher’s understanding 
and interpretations of the situation as itwas, but had also “supplied” rich information of personal views 
and experience. The anonymity (Cohen et al., 2001) of the respondents in the interviews was observed, 
by using the following codes: 
i. EWO = Ex-Welfare Officer 




Acquiring data in historical research is not an easy task, given that it involves systematic, objective data 
collection and analysis. ‘Content analysis’ is the approach used to analyse documents (Padgett, 1998) in 
the study. When approaching or examining a source, among the questions that the researcher always 
bore in mind were ‘who wrote this document and for what purpose?’ and ‘how does this document 
relate to a previous or later one?’ (Hill, 1993; Jones, 1994; Jordanova, 2000; Blaxteret al., 2001). 
 
Processing the data consisted of collecting, classifying, evaluating and interpreting the material available. 
The researcher had to select and identify the necessary materials and sources, which needed to be 
analysed. The researcher strove to focus on some of the linking events to explain the circumstances 
relating to the development of social welfare services for children. Among the events were the impact of 
British colonialism; the aftermath of the War; the re-establishment of British colonial administration; and 
the road to independence. These events clarified how the colonial government took responsibility in 






An analysis was carried out through the data, working file by file and separating them according to 
specific themes, for instance, early social welfare services, colonial welfare policy, services for children, 
policy towards children. To carry out the research analysis, the researcher needed some knowledge of 
government administration and related events in the period of study. Thus, the researcher searched for 
and not only used all pertinent materials, but tried to be imaginative with regard to information that 
might appear in sources, according to the research questions under study (Leashore& Cates, 1985). 
 
Generally, the researcher organised her findings by using thematic and chronological presentation 
(Stuart, 1988: 358). Employing the strategy of ‘illustrative style’ as suggested by May (1997) has helped 
the researcher to select data in relation to its ability to illustrate general themes, which emerged and 
were supported by the use of specific examples. Several researchers have employed a historical method 
(Kai, 1987; Harper, 1991; Leong, 1999) using a chronological approach (Kai, 1987) and a thematic 
approach (Harper, 1991) in their studies.  
 
 
METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES THAT EMERGED FROM THE STUDY 
Each country has its own way of keeping records safe, its own history of organisational set-up and 
different management systems. In the case of the ANM establishment, prior to the Second World War, 
there was no action taken to formulate any systematic process of establishing the archives. After the 
surrender of the Japanese, the government was obliged to concentrate its attention on many pressing 
issues connected with rehabilitation and later with the Emergency which delayed the establishment of 
the archives. The widespread destruction of official documents all over Malaya during the Japanese 
Occupation contributed to the impression that the archival issue was of low priority.  
 
Whilst most of the resource centres in the UK are searchable via online catalogues which enabled the 
researcher to order documents before a visit to the site, however the ANM, at the time of study was only 
just moving towards it. Materials mostly sent over to the ANM after 1997 are being electronically 
entered into the system. However, the progress of computerisation for the older materials is slightly 
delayed because the archive staff have to physically identify the contents of each file (AO, 2003), which, 
indeed, is very time-consuming. 
 
 
Accessibility, availability and constraints of data in the UK  
 
The private papers in the UK are located at various libraries and are not centralised at one archive as the 
researcher discovered when she wanted resources about colonial officers’ private papers listed in the 
catalogue available at the HMC. 
 
Much of the materials in the Colonial Office (CO) records in PRO were organised according to country 
and it were relatively easy to determine which gave the relevant record series for the country required. 
However, this way was not of much help to the researcher because when looking for “Malaya” as a 




names and subject searches using “colonial” as the keyword, and then the period around 1946 to 1957. 
The researcher accessed records using the CO index shelved with the CO catalogues, or by online 
catalogues searched under the name of country. To the researcher, the online catalogue, though not 
necessarily comprehensive, was a useful means of searching for both subject series and advisory 
committee records.  
 
The PRO also hold records of the British government relating to the British Empire; these constituted an 
invaluable resource for the study of British policy on Malaya and the broader history of British political, 
social and economic policies. However, the availability of the manuscripts depended on colonial officials 
who wrote about matters considered to be vital from their own perspective. This means that many 
aspects of social history, in particular, were ignored as compared to economic and political issues related 
to colonial government. ‘Although the source materials on such themes among these records were 
available, their occurrence depends on their importance to administrators; periods of unrest, for 




Accessibility, availability and constraints of data in Malaysia  
 
Any researcher intending to search for records at the ANM will be asked to consult the Information and 
Enquiry Desk who will then advise the researcher to go through the List of Descriptions and the List of 
Accessions. These lists have been available since the establishment of the ANM in 1957 up to the 
present. Based on the period of study (1946-57), the most relevant lists were the List of Accession 1957-
1967 and the List of Accession 1968. However, at the suggestion of the archive staff, the researcher had 
to look at the current lists (lists after 1968) as well, for although the state archive offices were built much 
later, this does not mean that the earliest records of the state can be found at the ANM Headquarters in 
Kuala Lumpur.  It depended, as previously indicated, largely on whether or not the office or the 
government agencies, who were requested to send the old records as soon as the ANM was established 
in 1957, had complied on time. Some departments had sent their records later than the stated date, 
while some had sent older records, such as from the 1940s, together with those from a much later date, 
for example in 1970. Thus records dated around the year 1940s can also be found among those from the 
1970s. Another issue is that the contents of the List of Accessions are always mixed up, due to their not 
being chronologically arranged (AO, 2003).  
The contents of the opened files generally concerned the minutes of meetings, letters and memos. 
Unfortunately, some of the minutes of meetings were found to be incomplete, missing or empty.For 
instance, based on the List of Description, the file DSW 29, entitled Selangor Children’s Home, covering 
the years 1946-50, had 194 pages. However, to the researcher’s dismay, the file was empty. The 
researcher could not access the Annual Report of Malaya 1957, which resulted in a reduction in the 
amount of data, especially when analysing the continuity of the report. No particular reason was given 
by the archive staff for it being missing. Thus, the researcher decided not to rely on these minutes due to 
the missing pages, and sometimes the pages were not arranged in order.However, the materials at PRO 
were chronologically arranged. Papers in the file were bound using the ‘green strings’ originally used 
during the colonial period. In the ANM that was not the case. The ‘green strings’ were taken out of the 
file in the belief that it would damage the documents. This could cause difficulty for researchers because 




In one case, during the second fieldwork data collection in Malaysia, some of the files from the ‘Federal 
Secretariat 1848-1957’ could be borrowed because they were in the process of being bar-coded, which 
constituted a further constraint to the accessibility of data. The researcher requested a file which had 
already been opened during the first data collection (DCL 83/48). However, she was unable to get it since 
the ANM’s staff, could not trace that file again. 
Annual reports of departments represent the most important source of reference, in that they record all 
activities and statistics in detail about the organisation under study. During the period of study, 
Federation of Malaya Annual Report existed, but its content was slightly different from the DSW Annual 
Report. The Federation of Malaya Annual Report stated concisely all the activities and statistics from 
various government agencies, including the DSW. However, the researcher only managed to get hold of 
the Annual Report of the DSW since its establishment in 1946 to 1948. Reports between the years 1949-
1957 were not available. Some of the DSWAnnual Report found in SUK file was incomplete and there 
was a gap in the report. Inevitably, the researcher had to rely on the Federation of Malaya Annual Report 
for data during the period of 1949 until 1957. In one case, when the researcher requested a file stated in 
the List of Description as containing 194 pages, the file was actually empty. The ANM staff themselves 
could not trace the missing pages. The reason given to the researcher was that when some departments 
borrowed files, they had forgotten to return them. Materials are sometimes re-borrowed by 
departments and are not all completely returned to ANM.   
There were a number of gaps in the documentation for Malaysian history, caused in part by white ants 
(termites), the climate and also the destruction of files that took place during the Japanese Occupation 
when large quantities of official documents, printed reports and other records were destroyed. 
Additionally, many records have been destroyed and damaged because of poor storage conditions. 
During his tour to Malaya in 1957, H.N. Blakiston, an archive expert from the PRO of London, found that 
government files, which formed the bulk of the records of most departments, were only rarely kept in a 
satisfactory condition. Many were damaged by damp, insects and rats and that old files were often 
relegated to the floor of storerooms in company with old tyres and scrap iron. Valuable records were 
found collecting dust and scattered in attics, garages and along corridors of the government offices. At 
that time, there were no general rules for the disposal of valueless documents (Hassan, 1981). This 
provides a further reason for choosing the period of study to begin in 1946.  
In the British colonial administrative structure, the SS were among the most important repositories of 
documents. They contained communications with higher authorities, state-level discussion issues, and 
perhaps most importantly a large amount of local details reported by the districts, much of which was 
transmitted to the High Commissioner or, if at all, in summary to London. The SS files are one of the 
most fruitful sources which a social or economic historian can use. However, the SS did not hold or 
contain materials about the state itself, because sometimes they also had reports of other states.  
Administrative and technical issues in Malaysian archives 
 
Although most archives were opened to the public on working days and some archives provided 
extended hours and/or weekend access, some were closed during local festivities. In terms of 
manpower, some archives did not have sufficient staff to deal with researchers and to retrieve 
documents from the repository (Habibah, 1987). Thus, the availability of documents was restricted to a 
specified time. In some archives, during lunch break, new applications for documents were not accepted. 




Some archival institutions placed restrictions on the amount of records to be made available. For 
instance, there was a restriction of one box or five items to be borrowed at a time. The time taken to 
make the documents available to the researcher could come to around 30 minutes (at PRO), and 
sometimes longer, if the archive’s staff could not find the material on the shelves (at ANM). However, at 
PRO, the researcher could write in via email or post or make a call to reserve documents beforehand. 
This facility effectively reduced the time needed to access material during the actual visit. In one case at 
Penang State Archive, the researcher had to wait for the document to arrive for more than half an hour 
due to technical problems. It also took the staff a long time to finish photocopying the work, although 
there was no other researcher at the time. The researcher was told that the suitable size of paper for 
printing had run out and there was a problem with the photocopying machine. Since smaller sized 
papers (A4) were used, the staff had to write down the two missing lines. 
Both Britain and Malaysia have similar rights of access to archives for its citizens. In Malaysia, under the 
National Archives Act No. 44 of 1966,records that are over 25 years, which have been reviewed for 
permanent preservation at the ANM are open for consultation to every researcher. However, some of 
the records requested by the researcher could not be accessed because they were still recorded as 
‘confidential’, and because of certain technical problems. The ANM staff said that they had given some  
documents to the respective government departments to certify so that the public could access them. 
Unfortunately, the documents were not returned to the ANM. When the ANM staff tried to find out 
what had actually happened, it was found out that the documents were no longer at that office. Thus, 
the records of the agencies are still considered ‘confidential’ and not accessible to the public until they 
are returned/transferred back to the ANM (Habibah, 1987; AO, 2003). Even though there was a specific 
Act to preserve the materials, some of the archives staffs were not aware of their existence. Actually, the 
materials intended for preservation should have been selected first. The level of awareness might differ 
from that in the developed countries (AO, 2003). 
Notes on the interviews 
The researcher did not strictly follow the sequence of the questions in the interview guide during 
interviews because the participants could not provide objective answers within the frame of the semi-
structured questions. The researcher felt the discussion could be made much more relaxed and the 
participants would be more responsive if she followed up the issues and situations which the 
participants had raised. At the same time, the researcher made the effort to focus on the issues raised 
during the discussions, as Seidman (1991: 69) reminds us, ‘the questions most used in an in-depth 
interview follow from what the participant has said.  
 
During the course of the interviews, the participants showed a preference for talking about the best 
experience they had, which the researcher instantly took as an indication that they were not only 
controlling the issue of discussion but also when to stop talking about it. This became one of the 
constraints faced by the researcher in controlling the flow, progress and the focus of the interviews so 
that the discussion would not substantially deviate from the issues raised in the questions.  
 
The other constraint faced by the researcher was that two out of six participants had declined to have 
their opinions on tape. Blaxteret al., (2001:173) note that sometimes the researcher ‘cannot afford or 





Other constraints involved 
 
Conducting archival fieldwork was time consuming, and it does affect performance during the data 
collection process. As Tosh (2000) reminds us, there is a need to look into this problem seriously since 
research using primary sources can be painfully slow. Having a research assistant would have helped, as 
time spent in browsing the catalogues or indices could have been reallocated to other vital work such as 
scanning the materials found in selected files. Spending a lot of time and opening hundreds of files at the 
archives did not guarantee that the researcher was able to acquire as much data as required.  
 
Although materials collected from the archives were abundant, the researcher had to learn what 
historians call the ‘slash and burn’ technique: making decisions as to what is relevant and what to throw 
away and which most sociologists and social scientists had either never come across or are not used to 
the idea (Steedman, 2003). It was actually a painful decision to leave out something that had been so 
difficult to acquire because it was not relevant. The researcher also learnt how to cross-reference 
between different kind of documents and sources (Steedman, 2003), considered an important aspect of 
the historical method. 
The researcher had not only anticipated problems with the amount of time this research demanded but 
also the high cost of travelling, photocopying, and administrative work involved. Due to time and 
financial constraints,the researcher was unable to visit all the state archives in Malaysia or to continue 
searching for valuable materials such as newspapers. Though the researcher was able to get financial 
support, the money was not sufficient to cover such as the entire cost of lodging and photocopyingin 
both countries. 
The above-mentioned constraints did not ‘dim’ the researcher’s enthusiasm to ‘dwell’ in the archives 
and discover the sort of data it had to offer. Although, the researcher had ‘never set foot in a national 
archive, nor a county or public record office’ (Steedman, 2001: x) before, as Jones (2001a) advises, she 
‘never turned down the chance to research an archive’, for such an experience has already fitted in her 
interest in continuing the work. 
Conclusion 
 
This paper outlines the qualitative methodology used in the study of child welfare services in Malaya 
during the British colonial period of 1946-1957. The explication of the documentary and qualitative 
methodology above, which presented its justification and suitability for this study, could provide an 
alternative platform for researchers in social work who are keen to use archival sources in their study. 
Future researchers, especially those intending to adopt a historical method, will find this writing useful 
insofar as it alerts them to possible issues that they might face when collecting data from archives, and 
thus work to avoid facing similar experiences. Even though the method also revealed coherent and 
useful information that needed to be tackled, some of which were even unavoidable, researching 
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